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A General Behavioral Model for MIS Research 
J. Wayne Spence  
University of North Texas  
Introduction  
A general model of management information systems (MIS) is consistently represented 
by the interaction between at least five elements: hardware, software, data, procedures, 
and people. Furthermore, all definitions of MIS, and indeed Decision Support Systems 
(DSS), identify the important relationship that exists between humans and the computer 
systems that support their decisionmaking activity. However, existing models of 
humancomputer interaction either treat the human component of the system as a "black 
box" or are limited to the specific nature of the research to which they are attached. This 
paper offers a comprehensive model of humancomputer interaction, focusing primarily 
on the human component of the system.  
Various limited models of humancomputer interaction or "decisionmaking" activity have 
been posited. However, research based on a limited model has the capacity to yield 
inconsistent, nonreplicatable results. Furthermore, with limited models encourage each 
researcher to develop their own model to more clearly demonstrate the human component 
as expressed by their research. The consequence of these tailored models is both a limited 
view of reality as well as a lack of comparability with other research efforts.  
The General Human-Interaction Model  
A frequent inception point for the development of limited models has been Simon's 
(1976) intelligencedesignchoice model. The proposed model's "overview" level parallels 
this development (information acquisitionmanipulationresponse), as shown in Figure 1, 
yet expounds on these components to promote improved understanding of the individual 
components, the elements of these components and their interactions. Each of these 
components (and their elements) was placed in the model based on an examination of 
other, more limited models (e.g., Bloom et al. 1956, DeSanctis 1984, Hunt et al. 1989, 
Marzano et al. 1989).  
Each component of the general model is subdivided into a trait (style) element as well a 
state (process) element. These components for information acquisition are learning style 
and learning process; for information responsedecision style and decision process. Thus, 
cognitive style is viewed as composed of at least two separable elements (learning style 
and decision style). The same is also true for cognitive process (learning process and 
decision process). It is important to note that for both the acquisition and response 
component that "style" is viewed as a moderator of "process." Moreover, style is 
moderated by demographic factors and personality.  
The manipulation component is composed of cognition, knowledge, mental models, and 
thinking skills and abilities. Although the elements could be separated into trait 
(knowledge, mental models, and thinking skills and abilities) and state (cognition) 
domains, the interaction of these elements is more central to human performance. In this 
model, cognition is viewed as the "engine" which responds to or drives all other human 
activity. It may be used to retrieve or acquire new factual or procedural knowledge. It 
may be used to retrieve or assimilate and accommodate new mental models. It may be 
used to assemble or amplify new thinking skills and abilities. By this view, knowledge 
and mental models are viewed as the repositories of information. Furthermore, cognition 
and thinking skills and abilities are viewed as the "tools" through which this repository is 
manipulated.  
As indicated above, the elements of the human model interact. In some instances, 
interaction takes place within one component. For example, the act of cognition may 
involve "turning things over" in one's mind. This would most likely involve an interaction 
among knowledge, mental models, and thinking skills and abilities. By this mechanism, 
"new" knowledge or an "improved" mental model could be developed without 
necessarily involving the acquisition component. However, components of the model 
frequently interact with each other. For example, developing "new" knowledge may 
require interacting with one's environmentmeaning an interaction between the 
manipulation component and the learning process element of the acquisition component 
of the model. Through the model, it can be demonstrated that the learning process is 
represented by a demonstration of specific thinking skills and abilities (working in 
concert with knowledge and mental models). This process is then influenced by an 
individual's learning style. Similar combinations of elements would be invoked when the 
response component is activated; however, the specific "mix" of attributes of these 
elements would be different.  
A sample scenario will serve to illustrate the model. An individual interacts with their 
environment. Within that environment the individual is faced with one or more tasks to 
which they are required to respond. Elements of individual tasks may be presented to the 
individual in a number of forms--factors based on the task itself, information which may 
be available about the task, information which may be augmented by computer support, 
and environmental factors (including interaction with other humans). In any event, the 
human user only has a limited set of mechanisms with which to acquire stimuli about a 
task (sensory receptors--sight, hearing, etc.). Unfortunately, these mechanisms also 
produce a filter effect on acquired information.  
Figure not available. Please contact author.  
Human-Computer Interaction General Model  
Once a human has received an external stimulus, the actions of the model may be viewed 
as structured as either a "short loop" (response based on the need to acquire more 
information) or a "long loop" (response focused on rendering a task solution) activity. (It 
is further assumed that either loop could be activated without an external stimulus.) 
Regardless of the "loop" involved, the human begins to "assemble" a learning process to 
respond to the stimuli. Unless this is a novel stimulus, it is likely that the human will call 
on existing mental models and knowledge representing similar or identical stimuli. These 
choices are likely to be influenced by learning style. If more than a "programmed" 
response is called for, human cognition will then cause the interaction of knowledge, 
mental models, and thinking skills and abilities in an attempt to assemble a strategy by 
which to respond to the stimuli. In this model, thinking skills and abilities are viewed as 
an independent component of cognition, albeit related to both knowledge and mental 
models. Knowledge and mental models are viewed more in a repository context, while 
thinking skills and abilities are view more in a "took kit" context.  
At this stage, cognition could iteratively either interact with learning process in the form 
of "making sense" of the stimuli and extracting information which is useful or interact 
with decision process to develop a response and decide when the response is sufficiently 
developed to execute. Decision process is, of course, influenced by decision style (which 
in turn is influenced by demographics and personality).  
Ultimately, the response is judged adequate for execution. This "call for action" is also 
funneled through the filter of sensory initiators (e.g., manual or verbal activity) and 
expressed as a decision. Note that the actual mechanism to express a decision could 
involve direct interactions with other humans, with computer support or both. The 
consequence of the decision, when interacting with the task and the environment is a 
decision outcome. Multiple feedback channels are expressed in the model to illustrate 
that the consequences of a decision have multiple means by which to "inform" the human 
of resultant action. Thus, it is implied by the model that decision activation is a 
continuous loop involving human acquisition of information, manipulation of that 
information, and response to task requirements.  
Selected Bibliography  
Benbasat, Izak, Albert S. Dexter and P. S. Masulis. "An Experimental Study of the 
Human/Computer Interface. Communications of the ACM. 24.11 (1981): 752762.  
Bloom, Benjamin (ed). Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. Handbook I: Cognitive 
Domain by Max D. Engelhart, Edward J. Furst, Walker H. Hill and David R. Krathwohl. 
David McKay Company, Inc. New York, 1956.  
DeSanctis, Geraldine. "Computer Graphics as Decision Aids: Directions for Research." 
Decision Sciences. 15 (1984): 463 487.  
Einhorn H. J. and R. M. Hogarth. "Behavioral Decision Theory: Process of Judgement 
and Choice." Annual Review of Psychology . 32 (1982): 5388.  
Huber, George P. "Cognitive Style as a Basis for MIS and DSS Design: Much Ado About 
Nothing." Management Science . 29.5 (May, 1983): 567579.  
Hunt, Raymond G., Frank J. Krzystofaik, James E. Meindl, and Abdalla M. Yousry. 
"Cognitive Style and Decision Making." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 
Processes. 44 (1989): 436453.  
Jarvenpaa, Sirkka L. "The Effect of Task Demands and Graphical Format on Information 
Processing Strategies." Management Science. 35.3 (March, 1989): 285303.  
Jarvenpaa, Sirkka L. and Gary W. Dickson. "Graphics and Managerial Decision Making: 
Research Based Guidelines." Communications of the ACM. 31.6 (June, 1988): 764774.  
Kahneman, Daniel and Amos Tversky. "Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision 
Making Under Risk." Econometrica. 47 (1979): 263291.  
Mason, Richard O. and Ian I. Mitroff. "A Program for Research on Management 
Information Systems." Management Science . (January, 1973): 475487.  
Marzano, Robert, Ronald S. Brandt, Carolyn Sue Hughes, Beau Fly Jones, Barbara Z. 
Presseisen, Stuart C. Rankin and Charles Suhor. Dimensions in Thinking: A Framework 
for Curriculum and Instruction . Association of Supervision and Curriculum 
Development. Alexandria, VA. 1988.  
Newell, Alan and Herbert A. Simon. Human Problem Solving. PrenticeHall, Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ. 1972.  
Payne, John W., James R. Bettman and Eric J. Johnson. "Behavioral Decision Research: 
A Constructive Processing Perspective." Annual Review of Psychology. 43 (1992): 
87131.  
Ramaprasad, Arkalgud. "Cognitive Process as a Basis for MIS and DSS Design." 
Management Science. 14.2 (February, 1987): 139 148.  
Robey, Daniel and William Taggart. "Human Information Processing in Information and 
Decision Support Systems." MIS Quarterly . 6.2 (June, 1982): 6173.  
Simon, Herbert A. Administrative Behavior. (3rd ed.) MacMillian, New York. 1976.  
Todd, Peter and Izak Benbasat. "Process Tracing Methods in Decision Support Systems 
Research: Exploring the Black Box." MIS Quarterly. (December, 1987): 493512.  
Todd, Peter and Izak Benbasat. "An Experimental Investigation on the Impact of 
Computer Based Decision Aids on Decision Making Strategies." Information Systems 
Research. 2.2 (June, 1991): 87115.  
Vessey, Iris. "Cognitive Fit: A TheoryBased Analysis of the Graphs Versus Tables 
Literature." Decision Sciences. 22.2 (Spring, 1991): 219240.  
Vessey, Iris and Dennis Galletta. "Cognitive Fit: An Empirical Study of Information 
Acquisition." Information Systems Research. 2.1 (March, 1991): 6384.  
 
